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The Integration of Performance Practice and Stylistic Understanding in the Realization of
Schubert's Sonata D. 845, I. Moderato

Becca Hanson
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Abstract
Franz Schubert’s Piano Sonata in A minor, D. 845 was written in 1825 and is considered
to be one of his late works. The first movement shows Schubert’s mature and unique approach to
Sonata Form while reflecting his song, dance, and orchestral writing styles. To develop an
artistic and informed conception of this piece, a seasoned performer must have an approach that
integrates numerous areas of music scholarship, including a stylistic comprehension of the music
and its composer. One complication in interpreting this movement originates from the
inconsistency between its original instrumentation—the fortepiano—and the most probable
modern choice of instrumentation—the piano—as the fortepiano has unique sound capabilities
that impact the work’s affekt. This research explores a pianist’s approach to D. 845, mvt. I that
combines music scholarship, stylistic understanding, and conclusions from the fortepiano’s
impact on D. 845 to engender an informed interpretation of the movement.
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Introduction
An informed interpretation of Franz Schubert’s Piano Sonata in A minor, D. 845,
movement I depends on the performer’s awareness of numerous fields of music study and
performance. Efficacious interpretations of music rely upon the performer’s willingness to gather
and assimilate information and ideas from the fields of performance practice, music theory, and
music history, while also developing a stylistic understanding of the composer’s era and his/her
personal tendencies. A performer who intends to perform a keyboard work like D. 845, which
was originally composed for a historical instrument, on a modern piano, can experiment with and
learn about the composer’s original choice of instrument to better conceive of the piece. By
integrating the contextual information pertaining to D. 845 with musical scholarship, modern
pianists can form an aesthetic, informed interpretation of the work.1

A Combined Approach to Interpreting D. 845, I.
Moderato
Fortepiano and Performance
Franz Schubert’s Piano Sonata in A minor, D. 845 was written for keyboard instruments
called fortepianos that long preceded modern pianos. The Graf fortepiano was contemporary of
D. 845’s publication in 1826.2 Because the term “fortepiano” refers to such a broad spectrum of
keyboard instruments from various decades, makers, and action systems, the term “fortepiano”
1

An annotated score is provided at the end of this document. Please follow along with the markings in the annotated
score.
2
David Goldberger, “An Unexpected New Source for Schubert’s A-Minor Sonata, D. 845,” 19th-Century Music 6,
no. 1 (Summer 1982): 3.
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refers to the Graf fortepiano model in this writing, although many qualities of the Graf resemble
those of other fortepiano models. Numerous qualities of this instrument are distinct from those of
the modern piano and inherently play a large role in creating the sound world of works
performed on it. The study of D. 845 on the historical instrument aided in developing an
understanding of how D. 845 could have been conceived of by Schubert himself, which could
contribute to the most natural and aesthetic performance of the work.
Partially because of the organic materials used in the fortepiano that oppose the hearty
materials, construction, and hammer action system of the modern piano, the historical instrument
produces a quieter and less homogenous sound, both within a single note’s striking and between
the pitch range of the keyboard. Different volumes of sound, too, produce more distinct sound
qualities than on the modern piano. One result of this non-homogenous sound is a more
idiomatic experience of varied color and character production. Because of the noticeable contrast
between timber among notes that are as small as an octave apart, voicing occurs more intuitively,
too.3
This intrinsic variety of tone-color is compounded by the use of the fortepiano's pedals.
Some of these pedals produce similar qualities to the modern piano, examples being the una
corda pedal or the sustain pedal. The moderator and bassoon pedals, however, produce timbres
different than what modern pianists are familiar with: the moderator produces a softer, more
delicate and silvery sound than the una corda pedal, while the bassoon pedal produces a nasally
sound that resembles that of the bassoon or kazoo.4
Characters of sections throughout the sonata are exemplified by the variety of tone colors
produced by the fortepiano. While some sections of D. 845 are vocal, like the primary theme and
3

David Breitman, Piano-Playing Revisited: What Modern Players Can Learn from Period Instruments (Rochester,
NY: University of Rochester Press, 2021), 8–23.
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Breitman, Piano-Playing Revisited: What Modern Players Can Learn from Period Instruments, 117.
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its derivatives, other areas resemble orchestral writing. On the fortepiano, the intervallic distance
between the upper and lower groupings of notes is stressed by the greater variation of timbre
between registers/octaves on the historical instrument. The unique sound qualities of each
register on the fortepiano imitate the distinct timbers among higher and lower instrument groups
in an orchestra. An example of this quality is found in the exposition. In a transcription for the
larger ensemble, the groups of chords in measures 21 through 26 would likely be divided among
the orchestral groups; these chords span a broad range, creating an opportunity for the music to
harness the fortepiano’s orchestral variety of tone colors to produce a lively sound.
A tone production capability of the fortepiano that interacts with the tone color is its
inability to sustain pitches for the extended durations modern keyboardists are accustomed to.
The construction of the instrument allows for a proportionately shorter pitch duration as
compared to the modern piano. Because pitches ring for shorter periods of time, the articulation
of a pitch is cleaner and more palpable, making stylistic playing reliant more so upon clear
“speaking” instead of singing.5 The implications of duration severely influence how one must
design a personal approach to tempo, rhythm, articulation, and even dynamics in their studies. A
performance of Schubert’s D. 845 on the fortepiano quickly shows how each of these elements is
altered, from the timing used in the playful secondary theme, to the greater volume and harsher
articulation required to create the same powerful and raw effect when playing dissonant chords.
Studying the fortepiano’s qualities reveals how D. 845 may have been originally realized
and creates a potentially similar experience of the work’s original sound world. Yet, the
fortepiano and the modern piano are distinct instruments. Approaching the D. 845 with the
medium of the fortepiano results in an entirely different interpretation than if one attempts the
5

Sylvia Berry, “Haydn Recordings in the Bicentennial Year,” Keyboard Perspectives: Yearbook of the Westfield
Center for Historical Keyboard Studies II (2009): 140.
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work on the modern piano; nothing from the fortepiano can be translated directly to the modern
piano—but, quite significantly, an understanding of the piece’s character can be exemplified by
experimentation with a historical instrument. An experience with a fortepiano proves to be a very
useful tool of comparison, creating more potential sounds for a modern pianist to trend toward in
their studies of historical music.

Sonata Form
The distant key areas of major sections within the first movement reflect the musical
narrative of detours present throughout the work. The primary theme (mm. 1–10) begins in A
minor, which leads to the relative major in the secondary theme (mm. 40–43). Schubert includes
hints of D minor in this theme (mm. 44–46; mm. 55–57), but introduces the first distant key, C
minor, in the beginning of the closing material (mm. 64–76). The closing material ends with C
major (mm. 77–83). In the development, Schubert explores the keys of D minor (mm. 105–110)
and F minor (mm. 120–132) and chromatically leads to the final harmony of the development,
C-sharp dominant seventh chord (m. 144). This dominant harmony prepares the key of the
primary theme in the recapitulation, which begins in F-sharp minor (m. 146). F-sharp minor is
unexpected for two reasons, the first being that the themes in the recapitulation typically return in
the home key, and the second being that it has a distant relationship with the key of A minor. The
secondary theme in the recapitulation is in A major (mm. 200–223). A major is the relative major
and is not unexpected, but is made to sound shocking because it is reached by chromatic
voice-leading in measures 196 through 197 starting with the enharmonic German sixth chord on
the last quarter of measure 196. In the coda, the distant key area of F major is explored (mm.
264–270).
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Schubert prepares many of these distant key areas through chromatic voice leading. An
example of this type of preparation is found in measures 48 through 49, for example. Here,
Schubert begins with the dominant seventh chord of C major. He then raises the bass pitch of this
chord a half-step to G-sharp in the and of beat two to temporarily tonicize an A minor in the
following measure. This approach allows Schubert to reach distant key areas, which reinforce the
movement's overarching tendency that leads the music in unexpected directions.

Performance Indications
Articulation, dynamics, rhythm, and tempo are areas of music that must be considered in
studying D. 845. However, these notational indications on their own do not provide nearly
enough information for a complete interpretation of music. An example of this is found in
measures 10 through 20 in movement I of D. 845, where a crescendo is marked in measures 10,
14, and 15. This marking indicates that one should play progressively louder, but that begs the
question: how much louder? Or, at what rate should the volume increase? How loud is the piano
that the crescendo begins with? Further questions are brought up by the lack of absolute dynamic
markings between those for crescendos, signifying that a literal interpretation of the music here
could imply that one should return to the piano indicated at the beginning of the section
following each fortepiano in measures 13 and 17.6 However, this section seems to lead to the
fortissimo in measure 20, and a literal interpretation where one frequently returns to piano
detracts from the rising presence of the music, making it sound fragmented. Each concern
interacts with other aspects of music.
Schubert combines these areas of music with his use of sonata form to create a musical
narrative specific to the movement. The form of this work is aided by the alternative key scheme
6

Sandra P. Rosenblum, Performance Practices in Classic Piano Music (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press,
1988), 85-86.
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of the piece involving unexpected harmonic incidents, such as the primary theme’s F-sharp
minor quality at the beginning of the recapitulation. At this point in sonata form, F-sharp minor
thwarts the listeners’ expectation of an A minor key area. Many of these key areas and areas of
harmony are approached by half-steps, where Schubert steps away from one pitch by a half step
and then builds a distant harmony off of that second pitch.
The reuse of rhythm in this movement plays an important role in the creation of musical
narrative as well. In formal areas of distinct characters or styles, Schubert alters aspects of
recycled rhythms—such as their dynamic level, intervals between pitches, or articulation—to
emphasize each section’s style; Measures 26 through 33 and 86 through 89 have similar rhythms,
but the accents in the later section alter the character of the rhythm to support the narrative of the
surrounding music.
Beyond functioning as a medium for altering recycled material, articulation helps convey
stylistic instructions to the performer. D. 845, I, seems to employ three styles of composition:
vocal, orchestral, and dance. Schubert uses slurred articulation in association with vocal textures,
as is found in the primary theme (mm. 1–10), and conveys the militaristic character intertwined
with orchestral areas of writing through short, two-note slurs, staccatos, and forzando markings
(mm. 26–39). A combination of slurred gestures and staccato ideas are used to convey the
movements of the dance-like areas of the composition, as is found in the secondary thematic area
(mm. 40–63).

8

Applications in Performance
Exposition
Primary Thematic Area
The primary theme of this sonata is song-like. In the Classical era, it is typical for slurs to
extend over only one measure, while the slur over measures 1 through 2 (also found in the
correspondence measures 5 through 6) is particularly long.7 This slur length implies a long line
that connects between measures, so it is reasonable to portray them through a more legato sound.
A legato sound paired with the simple quarter-note and the ornamental sixteenth-note rhythm
resembles lieder. The rhythm in measures 5 through 11 in Morgengruss, for example, reflect the
ornamental function of shorter note values (sixteenth and thirty-second notes) in Schubert’s vocal
music.

Figure 1: Morgengruss, mm. 5–11

After determining that this theme is vocal, one has to consider how to perform its tempo or pulse.
Listening to Schubert’s lieder helps a performer gather that, in vocal music, rhythm is interpreted
in a manner that reflects the character or meaning conveyed through the text. This understanding
invents the tool of adjusting—while not obscuring—rhythm to emphasize the meaning behind

7

Breitman, Piano-Playing Revisited: What Modern Players Can Learn from Period Instruments, 39.

9

the ideas while remaining within the boundaries of the pulse, rather than strictly performing each
note’s dictated length.
The vocal character of the opening contains a chordal element in measures 7 through 9
that idiomatically expresses drama through the medium of the fortepiano. This lonely theme
leads to a diminished chord in measure 8, followed by an augmented sixth chord in measure 9,
that breaks the vocal spell casted by the opening. The drama of the widening range between
pitches in these measures is amplified by the fortepiano’s ability to broaden the spectrum of
concurrent tone colors as pitches grow more distant from one another. Modern pianos can best
equip the drama of the voice-leading here when the extremities of these chords—the bass and
soprano lines—are voiced, while the inner pitches are used to create a full sound.
An orchestral section of music follows in measures 10 through 25, where the texture
expands to full chords in persistent figurations. Because of the intentional growth or expansion
of energy in this section, the fortepiano markings do not seem to indicate that the performer
should return to the dynamic level piano; instead, performance practice shows that the fp can be
approached with timing. These markings can be anticipated this way because they function as a
disruption to the forward-moving energy of the phrase, communicated through a steady tempo
dependent upon a somewhat undisturbed rise in volume.
The orchestral nature of the music continues in a new form in measures 26 through 39.
Staccato and legato articulations contrast one another, while the overarching articulatory quality
of this music sounds militaristic and sharp. This section’s persistent rhythm is disrupted with the
chromatic harmonic progression in measures 36 through 37. Here, one can stretch the timing to
make these harmonic changes more dramatic and severe as the music advances toward the
cadence in measures 38 through 39, ending the primary thematic area.
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Measures 26 through 39 are particularly idiomatic of the fortepiano in part because of
their persistent short articulation. Even the longest duration notes, quarter notes, have staccatos,
which is natural to play on this instrument. Additionally, forzandos and similar markings “can
produce more bite” on the fortepiano, further distinguishing the short fz from the staccato notes
surrounding it.8 The variety in tone color among registers of the fortepiano also contributes to the
drama of this section because of its broad range. A modern pianist might choose to use pedal on
the slurred downbeats of these measures to emphasize the contrast between those legato ideas
and the staccato ones, further clarifying the militaristic character of this passage.

Secondary Thematic Area
D. 845’s secondary theme is dance-like and light with bursts of dissonances and detours
through various key areas. The harmonies and key areas in measures 40 through 50 are roughly
repeated in measures 51 through beat one of measure 59. Schubert first explores C major,
followed by the unexpected key of D minor. Through a descending bass line in measures 47, D
minor moves toward G dominant seventh chord in measure 48, which is then expected to resolve
to C major. In measure 48, however, the bass line residing within the G dominant seventh
harmony moves chromatically to G-sharp, followed by an additional chromatic motion to A in
measure 49 upon which an A minor chord is built. A surprising F-sharp diminished seventh
chord in measure 49 then brings the music to a G dominant seventh harmony through a
chromatic motion. Finally, an elided cadence occurs in measure 51; the choice of cadence here
corresponds with the harmonic refusal to fulfill satisfying resolution by postponing the arrival of
the tonic until the next phrase. The choice of cadence here corresponds with the harmonic refusal
to fulfill satisfying resolution by postponing the arrival of the tonic until the next phrase.
8

Rosenblum, Performance Practices in Classic Piano Music, 86.
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The dance-like nature of this theme is especially evoked by its rhythm. An informed
interpretation of the rhythmic idea in measure 40 benefits from understanding Schubert’s
compositional style, specifically the composer’s use of the Ländler9 rhythm found in collections
D. 366, D. 378, and D. 970, among other works. In Ländler rhythms, the shorter notes—often
eighth notes, but also triplets as are found in figure 2—take on a more ornamental role (see
figures 2 through 5 for examples of such rhythms).

Figure 2: D. 970, No. 4, mm. 1–8

Figure 3: D. 378, No. 8, mm. 1–4

Figure 4: D. 366, No. 9, mm. 1–8

9

In a lesson at The Academy of Fortepiano Performance during Summer 2022, Yiheng Yang, a leading fortepianist,
mentioned that this rhythm resembles a Ländler rhythm.

12

Figure 5: D. 388, No. 10, mm. 1–8

Longer note values belonging to a Ländler rhythm are sustained for longer durations, anticipating
or making up for the time lost in the shorter rhythm’s execution. Deciding what articulation one
wishes to use with Ländler rhythm is especially crucial in creating character, as stretching or
pushing of time is sparsely used to prevent obscuration of the true note value. Considering that
the staccato articulation continues from the second eighth note of beat one through the first half
of beat two, the Ländler rhythm should not disrupt the flow between ideas. Instead, the staccato
on beat two should be played in a way that evokes the end of the rhythm and the beginning of the
idea that follows it in measure 41. The fortepiano is the ideal instrument to perform Ländler
rhythm with because the instrument’s natural decay creates more silence or space between
quicker notes, creating an environment where rhythmic nuances are clear and articulate.
Slurs extending over one bar of music, such as the slur in measure 41, are typically
observed in music from earlier times and signify the trend of notation from that time as opposed
to musical phrasing. The slurs in measures 23 through 27 of Piano Sonata in G major, K. 283, I.
Allegro by Mozart and measures 9 through 12 in movement II. Adagio of Piano Sonata in F
minor, Op. 2, No. 1 by Beethoven, for example, are only exerted over one measure while the
musical phrase extends beyond the reach of the slur. These examples demonstrate how
composers of the Classical Era use this type of slur to convey ideas from Classical Era
performance practice rather than musical lines.
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Figure 6: Mozart–K. 283, I. Allegro, Measures 23–27

Figure 7: Beethoven–Op. 2, No. 1, II. Adagio, Measures 9–13

In performance, these slurs are generally executed with a heavier and louder sound at its
beginning and a shorter and lighter ending. The diminishing effect of this slur fits the character
of this measure’s mostly homogenous harmony. Looking ahead, measure 42 seems to fit a similar
description, but an analysis of harmony deems similar treatment to be inappropriate. The music
in measure 42 is in C major, the key area of the secondary theme, but measure 43 is exclamatory
with its non-diatonic harmonies and the dominant seventh chord of the ensuing key area, D
minor. Because a dramatic moment follows measure 42, one aesthetic choice involves ignoring
the Classical treatment of one-measure slurs while consciously avoiding stretching the tempo.
This interpretation will most effectively convey the increase in energy demanded by the hairpin
dynamic marking beneath beat two. On the other hand, the slurred idea in beat one of measures
51 and 55 can be performed in the Classical style tradition.

Closing Material
Schubert asserts himself as a Romantic, progressive composer in the closing area of the
exposition. Here, the primary theme returns in the place of non-thematic closing material, but
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now in the soft, pianissimo whisper of the distant key of C minor. These theoretical observations
lead the performer to hear this area as being lost or far away, a feeling most likely exemplified by
the use of the Graf fortepiano’s moderator. Dynamically, this section leads us astray, too,
although a modern reading of the score does not give this away. David Hyun-Su Kim suggests
that, “instead of “growing louder/quieter,” hairpins are better understood as “becoming
more/less.”10 Hairpin dynamics can be understood as notation that guides the energy of a phrase
or idea, and can be expressed through “lingering” agogic inflection.11 One can decelerate through
measure 74, then, while still growing in volume as the crescendo in measure 73 dictates. The
piano in measure 75 now becomes a shocking moment where the performer withholds the
volume the listener expects.
Measure 77 introduces the closing material that one can expect of sonata form. This
material contrasts the serious and distant character of the primary theme found in measures 64
through 76 with its playful take on the transition which began in measure 26. It also recycles the
primary theme in measures 82 through 83 and 85 through 86, altering the melody by converting
intervals of thirds and fifths found in measures 1 and 5 to stepwise motion and creating a more
unimposing melody. Additionally, the material in measures 87 through 90 is marked with a
diminuendo. Daniel Gottlob Türk argues that a diminuendo can imply a sensation of “lingering,”
along with the surmised decrescendo.12

Development
The harmonic and formal structure of the development is traditionally freer than that of
the exposition and the recapitulation. D. 845’s development section takes advantage of the
10

David Hyun-Su Kim, “The Brahmsian Hairpin,” 19th-Century Music 36, no. 1 (Summer 2012): 48.
Ibid.
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expectation for freer structure by using it as a means to contrast the work’s tendency of stylistic
distillation (consider the strictly dance-like secondary theme, or the vocal opening) by changing
the textures of recycled material. Because textures alter character, performers must alter their
conception of material recycled from the exposition. These new textures are paired with
Schubert’s creation of longer lines and writing that is more technically demanding than that in
the exposition. Longer lines must have the ability to be expressive dynamically throughout their
duration, so the longer slurs in measures 91 through 119 should be performed in a manner
dissimilar from the slurs in the secondary theme, for example; the front-heavy style of the
Classical Era’s slur would break the long lines Schubert writes in the development section.
The relative technical difficulty of this section lies in the textural line found in measures
120 through 144. Nowhere else in this movement does Schubert write this repetitive texture.
Modern instruments can execute this passage well, but the fortepiano embraces the subtle,
unique color of this layer. The texture in the right hand is composed of short sixteenth-notes that
the fortepiano articulates clearly, even with their compact abundance. While the melodic line
traverses the tone colors spanning approximately four of the six octaves available to Schubert,
the textural line floats within one register and occasionally has melodic “outbursts” that rise and
fall up to two octaves, as are found in measures 127 through 128 and 130 through 131. While
this line rises and reaches its apex, the left hand plays a C2. The juxtaposition of these two
registers is further dramatized by the color pallette of the fortepiano. Pianists may choose to
perform this section with the una corda pedal depressed, and must play these sixteenth notes
without excessive pedaling.
Similarly, a performance of the sparse vocal writing of the primary theme on the
fortepiano is rich with tone colors despite its simplicity. The vocal transitory material found in
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measures 91 through 104 of the development, for example, is dramatized by historical
instruments because of the octave distance between each two-measure idea. A sensitive modern
pianist can make this straightforward music enticing. But, without artistry, this section’s
uncomplicated writing can more easily become mundane on an instrument with such
homogenous tone qualities. Schubert may have written such horizontal, unassuming music for
the fortepiano because of its intriguing sound capabilities.

Recapitulation
The recapitulation returns in the unexpected voice of F-sharp minor, where an imitative
conversation ensues between the hands of the pianist—the structure and key area are unexpected,
as sonata form is traditionally expected to bring the listener back to the home key and sound.
Beginning with this dissimilar primary theme, Schubert expresses the sentiments of surprise and
journey within his voyage to the secondary theme’s return. Although the first theme’s character
is bold enough to open the music, it re-enters in the recapitulation as though it is entirely lost,
speaking at pianississimo and questioning itself as it is restated incompletely in each hand,
leading to no resolution. This material is repeated again and again, and each time it questions its
place more severely until it stabilizes once reaching familiar, liminal material in measure 166
that leads the music to the secondary theme. A pianist can exploit the uncertainty of each
imitated gesture through the use of the una corda pedal to change the instrument’s tone color.
Performing the initial, imitated gestures (one of which is found in the treble clef of mm.
146–147) with distinct rubato from their imitated gestures (one of which is found in the bass clef
of mm. 146–147) helps to convey the narrative of instability as well.
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The structural familiarity of the secondary theme is thwarted by Schubert’s insistence that
one must approach the secondary theme’s key of A major in measure 200 with material identical
to that which precedes the secondary theme in the exposition (compare measures 34 through 37
and measures 194 through 197). In the recapitulation, Schubert re-interpretes what used to be a
F-sharp diminished seventh chord as a D-sharp diminished seventh chord in order to lead it to A
major chord in measure 198. This enharmonic writing leading to the cadential 6/4 chord takes the
listener by surprise. When performing this on the fortepiano, the power and excitement of the
forzando markings in measures 198 through 199 are fortified. Listening to the articulate sound
quality of the historical instrument demonstrates the impact of abrupt and terse power on the
orchestral style of this cadence. A modern pianist can accomplish this orchestral effect by
stressing the volume difference between the forzando and staccato markings to call attention to
the boisterous character of the forzandos.
The key areas of the closing material in measures 237 through 247 leads the musical
narrative astray once again. In measures 237 through 247, Schubert takes an unexpected detour
to F major, the submediant key, through a deceptive motion both in measures 237 and 242. This
unexpected change is expressed well when the hairpin dynamic markings are performed with
“lingering” agogic accents.13 Interpreting hairpin dynamics in this way prevents the presence of
measures 241 and 246 from being diminished and assists in creating a need for additional
material—the coda—where the work ultimately returns to its home key of A minor. The key area
of F major, too, prepares the listener for the ensuing formal area as it foreshadows one of the
coda’s harmonic detours—the exploration of F major in measures 264 through 270—that builds
suspense as the work approaches its ending.

13
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Coda
The dramatic narrative of the coda is built around the idea found in measures 248 through
253. This idea begins a musical phrase that leads toward the dominant chord in A minor, and its
repetitions are found in measures 256 through 263 and 275 through 282. Each of these phrases
misleads the listener down a wrong turn or into a dead end. A dead end is created by a sudden
rest following a dominant chord in measures 255 and 256. The F major harmony in measures
264 through 270 and the poignant F-sharp diminished harmony in measures 283, each
withholding a resolution to A minor, communicate this narrative of confusion through harmonic
“wrong turns.” Following the harmonic suspense of the coda, the closing statement pounds a
determined but tragic A minor cadence into the air that resolves the movement’s narrative of
harmonic diversions. A pianist can communicate the finality of this A minor cadence by
emphasizing beats that strengthen the A minor harmony in measures 303 through 311, such as
beat 1 of measures 303 and 306. Stretching the time through the dominant harmony in measure
310 and the tonic in measure 311 also bolsters the finality of this cadence.

Conclusion
A performance of the first movement of Schubert’s Piano Sonata in A minor, D. 845
benefits from the application of concepts from areas of music scholarship and performance
practice, as well as from the performer’s conception of Schubert’s compositional style and the
sound characteristics of the fortepiano. Studying the functions of the fortepiano reveals how
Schubert may have originally conceived of the movement’s character. Two qualities in particular
must have had an impact on how the musical notation is expressed: the decay of sound and
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variety of timbre. The instrument’s quick sound decay makes music performed on it more
articulate, and the fortepiano’s variety of timbre broadens the range of tone color idiomatically
available. Understanding how Schubert creates a musical narrative that continuously leads the
listener in unexpected directions through interactions among form, harmony, style, and basic
elements of composition (such as articulation, tempo indications, rhythm, and harmony) will also
aid the performer in forming an interpretation of this work. A successful performance of this
work on the modern piano will, therefore, embrace and integrate the movement’s musical
language, as well as the sound qualities of the modern piano.
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